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Abstract 
We analyse the electronic portfolio (ePortfolio) in higher education policy and 
practice. While evangelical accounts of the ePortfolio celebrate its power as a new 
eLearning technology, we argue that it allows the mutually-reinforcing couple of 
neoliberalism and the enterprising self to function in ways in which individual 
difference can be presented, cultured and grown, all the time within a standardised 
framework which relentlessly polices the limits of the acceptable and unacceptable. 
We point to the ePortfolio as a practice of (self-) government, arguing that grander 
policy coalesces out of a halting, experimental set of technological instruments for 
thinking about how life should be lived. 
Keywords: ePortfolio; governmentality; policy; neoliberalism 
 
Introduction 
Across educational institutions, a new generation of eLearning technologies is being 
introduced to enrich learning, generate assets and enhance marketplace opportunities for 
students after graduation (Gunga & Ricketts, 2008). One such technological innovation is the 
‘electronic portfolio’, or ‘ePortfolio’. Used largely as an electronic device for creating and 
sharing online records of learning and achievement, and for planning career and self-
development, the ePortfolio has been defined as an ‘electronically stored collection (or 
archive) of a student’s or graduate’s experiences, achievements and artefacts, together with 
their reflections on learning’ (Australian ePortfolio Project Concepts, 2009, p. 2). The term 
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itself encompasses both ‘product and process’ (Joint Information Systems Committee [JISC], 
2008, p. 6)1: it captures not only the electronic and online tools that have been described as an 
‘ePortfolio system’ (Hallam et al., 2008) but the social and intellectual activity with which 
the technology shares a dynamic and mutually-conditioning relationship.  
 
 One such ePortfolio has recently been implemented in a large Australian university. 
Launched in the wake of broader Australian ePortfolio policy initiatives and public relations 
campaigns which stressed the importance of the ePortfolio for students in terms of its value 
for their professional aspirations, the Student ePortfolio was heralded as a ‘tool to enhance 
learning and assist with personal career development’ (Australian ePortfolio Project, 2009, p. 
1). Marketing literature informed students the ePortfolio ‘can help you to better understand 
not just what you have learned, but how you have learned’ (Australian ePortfolio Project, 
2009, p. 2, emphasis in original). Students were assured the ePortfolio ‘will also develop 
important life-long learning abilities that complement your technical knowledge and skills’ 
(Australian ePortfolio Project, 2009, p. 2). Testimonials from users attested to the power and 
efficacy of this new eLearning technology:  
After writing just one experience according to the ‘formula’ suggested by the 
ePortfolio team, I could notice a change in my thinking. I was learning to 
consider my experiences from an employer’s perspective and to identify—in 
all facets of my life—examples of skills that employers would value. (Post-
graduate student, cited in Australian ePortfolio Project, 2009, p. 1) 
Despite the ambitiousness of the policy launch, the Student ePortfolio may easily be 
dismissed as an unremarkable example of another eLearning technology designed to prepare 
more efficient graduates for the workplace (e.g. Hallam et al., 2008; JISC, 2008; Sanjakdar, 
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2009). The fluency of such narratives and the naturalness of the policies and practices 
encoded by them, however, may be more problematic. Prompted by Michael Peters’ editorial 
call in Educational Philosophy and Theory for ‘further discussion and debate [and] greater 
international collaboration and understanding of the [Foucaultian] governmentality approach 
in all its possibilities and applications’ (Peters, 2006, p. 413), we propose that the ePortfolio 
might be taken more seriously as a practice of government’—that is, as a more or less 
calculated activity aimed at shaping students’ professional and personal conduct by 
techniques which work through students’ desires, aspirations and interests. Understood in this 
way, the ePortfolio governs the conduct of students less through any standardizing process—
as a result of norms or standards embedded in the technology (cf. Henman & Dean, 2010)—
or through sovereign processes of obligation and coercion (cf. Dean, 2007; Goddard, 2010) 
and more by its action on the constructed choices it proposes and the very freedom of the 
students that it endeavours to construct. As Fejes has reminded us, ‘governing is not 
conducted through lawmaking; instead, the freedom of each citizen is a necessary starting 
point for regulating and governing behaviour (2008, p. 524).  
 
 Our analysis of ePortfolios from the perspective of governmentality (Brockling et al., 
2011; Foucault, 2010) has two aspects, which allow us to focus upon the theoretico-
philosophical and techno-governmental aspects of this policy innovation. First, we consider 
the relationship between the ePortfolio programme, the sorts of policy directions with which 
it resonates, and the broader theme of neoliberalism. Second, we explore the role of such 
eLearning technologies in their framing of the entrepreneurial identities of students. Using 
these themes, we understand policy, not as a series of texts, nor as the response to a series of 
influential ideas, but as emergent out of local situations and local problems. This ragbag of 
4 Peter O’Brien, Nick Osbaldiston & Gavin Kendall 
 
© 20xx Peter O’Brien, Nick Osbaldiston & Gavin Kendall 
Journal compilation © 20xx Philosophy of Education Society of Australasia 
local fixes, using whatever means comes to hand, only subsequently coalesces into something 
recognisable as big policy. Such policy, we argue, is first formed locally, is emergent out of 
specific (governmental) problem spaces, and may or may not connect up to other big ideas. In 
this way, we analyse policy as a messy, primarily local, contested arena. Policy is to be 
understood as a sort of shorthand for all the relays and vectors that connect the material to the 
discursive, and that ultimately allows us to speak of a coherent, rationalised approach to the 
ordering of social life. From this viewpoint, we open up less considered dimensions of the 
ePortfolio in higher education policies and problematise its increasing utilisation across a 
variety of institutions, both educational and non-educational.  
 
ePortfolio: History and Destinations 
ePortfolios exist in a range of forms (e.g. institutional, commercial and as open source 
online software) and serve a number of purposes—from formal learning and assessment to 
personal growth and continuing professional development. While generally considered to 
have emerged in institutions of higher education to support more ‘learner-centred and 
personalised forms of learning’ (JISC, 2008, p. 5), ePortfolios are now found in a wide 
variety of social domains on a global scale (Hallam et al., 2008). Their use, for example, 
extends to most other sectors of education including schooling and vocational education 
(Testerman & Hall, 2001); to the workplace, where they are being deployed in fields such as 
teaching, nursing, engineering, the public service and medicine (Greenberg, 2004; Lambert & 
Corrin, 2007; Lawson, Nestel & Jolly, 2007); and into the wider community, where cross-
fertilization with other electronic practices such as digital storytelling and oral history occurs 
(Hallam et al., 2008).  
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More recently, ePortfolio use has been fostered by the educational and research policy 
objectives of a range of regional and national governments—the USA currently being a 
notable exception (Hallam et al., 2008, p. 33). In the European Union, for instance, the policy 
programme ‘Objective 2010–ePortfolio for All’ (European Institute for ELearning [EifEL], 
2008) highlighted the importance of lifelong learning as the process to support European 
economic growth, employment and social cohesion (EifEL, 2008). In Scandinavia, ambitious 
government policies to increase the use of information communication technologies (ICTs) 
have seen digital portfolios introduced into higher and school education and in the support of 
lifelong learning among adults (Hallam et al, 2008, p. 37). In the UK, a wide and diverse 
range of government policies support the implementation of ePortfolios, including the e-
strategy of the Department for Education and Skills, the recommendations of the 1997 
National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education, the 2007 Burgess Group Report, the 
2006 Leitch Review of Skills and a number of policy mechanisms developed by the Higher 
Education Funding Council’s Joint Information Systems Committee, which address sectors 
beyond higher and further education (Hallam et al., 2008, p. 35). In Canada, the eLearning 
forum Learning Innovations Forum d’Innovations d’Apprentissage (LIfIA) has sought to 
establish links between ePortfolio practice and recognition of prior learning, lifelong 
learning, education and training and human capital management (Barker, 2004, pp. 1–2). In 
Australia, ePortfolio activity is driven less by direct government policy and more by the 
interests of various sectors (such as higher and vocational education and employment) 
(Hallam et al., 2008, pp. 31–32). The growing interest in employability skills and lifelong 
and lifewide learning in Australia has prompted involvement from the federal Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (Hallam et al., 2008, p. 32). It has been the 
(recently abolished) Australian Learning and Teaching Council, however, which 
demonstrated the most tangible support for ePortfolios through its funding in 2007 of the 
6 Peter O’Brien, Nick Osbaldiston & Gavin Kendall 
 
© 20xx Peter O’Brien, Nick Osbaldiston & Gavin Kendall 
Journal compilation © 20xx Philosophy of Education Society of Australasia 
Australian ePortfolio Project in higher education (e.g. Hallam et al., 2008, p. 33). It is 
apparent, then, that ePortfolios have become a common element in a good deal of educational 
policy thinking in the advanced liberal democracies. 
 
To understand the history of ePortfolios and their widespread uptake in a variety of 
locales, it is necessary to determine the processes which have made their emergence possible 
(Foucault, 2003, p. 249). One such set of processes are those of already existing ICT 
practices including research and development, policy, planning, and the exponential use and 
reliance upon ICTs over recent decades. An important nodal point in this process is the 
pioneering work in the area that has been done in Scandinavia (Hallam et al., 2008, pp. 37–
38). A well-established ICT infrastructure, such as that found in Norway, combined with 
ambitious government policy for cost-effective ICTs in households, enterprises and schools, 
formed an important part of the conditions which allowed for the emergence of the ePortfolio 
in that region. Today, the process is making possible the discussion of a pan-European 
electronic version of the European Union’s (EU) ‘Europass’—an accreditation instrument for 
job-based training and internships (an ePortfolio) and now close to becoming part of a single 
framework for the transparency of qualifications and competences within the polity (Tushling 
& Engemann, 2007, p. 48). 
 
A second set of processes constituting the ePortfolio are practices of lifelong learning. 
No longer confined to schooling, with its institutional sites and separate biographical loci, 
education is now considered to be a continuous, lifelong process of (re-)training, (re-)skilling 
and ongoing enhancement of one’s credentials. As Tuschling and Engemann explain: ‘While 
in the age of education the institutions had responsibility for providing the circumstances for 
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the learning of individuals, in the age of lifelong learning the individuals increasingly have to 
present their circumstances as learning environments’ (2007, p. 50). The power of ePortfolios 
is in providing the electronic means to support such learning. As early as 2001, the 
development of ePortfolios as a supporting mechanism for the concept of lifelong learning 
had been brought to the fore by the establishment of the European Institute for eLearning. 
Lifelong learning was seen as a key ‘process to support the achievement of the economic, 
employment and social goals of Europe’ (Hallam et al., 2008, p. 34). Today, increasingly 
governmentalised practices of lifelong learning comprise another key condition for 
ePortfolios and a compelling example of the idea of the enterprising self (Liesner, 2006; 
Rose, 1999) which we discuss in more detail below. 
 
 A third set of processes constituting the ePortfolio is that of the current ‘obligation to 
documentation’ (Rose, 1999, p. 156). Many areas of life, from work and education to social 
life generally, have become structured by this imperative to record, trace, document, note and 
register. The trend has much to do with living in ‘the shadow of the law’ (Rose, 1999, p. 
156)—especially for professionals, ‘in the hope of making [their] judgements defensible in an 
imagined future court case’ (Rose, 1999, p. 156). ePortfolios, of course, are useful tools for 
this purpose of collecting and presenting evidence about oneself and one’s decisions, 
achievements, learning and so on. Increasingly, this is done in relation to external criteria 
such as professional standards—as is the case with regulating bodies and agencies in medical 
practice, teaching and nursing. More importantly, the documentation and marshalling of 
evidence required by ePortfolios encourages individuals to develop the habits of conducting 
themselves in particular ways, proactively shaping their actions in a more thorough-going 
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manner. Life planning, as well as defensibility, is thus a condition of ePortfolios: a perpetual 
incitement to self-analysis and, thence, self-government.  
 
 We have argued that ePortfolios are a significant feature and common element of 
much policy thinking today. Once, we might have witnessed fairly contingent and localised 
assemblages of digital presentations of skills and competences, online records of 
achievement, and action plans in colleges and institutions of higher education; now, these 
activities have been integrated and linked up globally into policies of ePortfolio use for a 
wide variety of purposes in education and beyond. Calls to increase and broaden the scope of 
their implementation abound, as the following appeal to policy makers in Australia 
illustrates:  
If the higher education sector is to effectively fulfil its role in producing 
skilled professionals who, through continuous learning, career progression and 
coherent employability strategies, will play a significant role in the future 
success of the Australian community and economy, then the potential of 
ePortfolios to bring together educational technologies and quality learning 
processes, and to provide evidence of individual achievement and 
employability skills should not be ignored. Policies and strategies are required 
at both the sectoral and institutional levels to ensure that advantage is taken of 
the opportunities for connectivity and cohesion in the fragmented world of 
eLearning, flexible delivery, social networking and mobile technologies. 
(Hallam et al., 2008, p. vi) 
As a largely online technology, however, which both ‘“presents” a selected audience with 
evidence of a person’s learning and/or ability’ (Southerland & Powell, 2007 cited in JISC 
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2008, p. 7) and invites interaction—oftentimes in the form of professional feedback from 
distributed expertise and knowledge online—the ePortfolio can be seen to be part of the new 
generation of Web 2.0 communication and eLearning technologies. It is in this new, user-
generated environment, where an ethos of participation, collaboration and distribution 
prevails (Knobel & Wilber, 2009), that the immediate destination of ePortfolios may be 
found. The openness of this new form stands in contrast to the rigidities and inflexibilities of 
Web 1.0 and its top down, static offerings, owned and managed by commercial organisations 
and governmental authorities. Nevertheless, as we argue in this paper, it is through such 
freedoms and opportunities for choice—made technical and practical through devices such as 
ePortfolios—that our conduct as workers, citizens, students, consumers, parents and 
community members is governed (see also Beer & Burrows, 2007).  
 
The ePortfolio, Neoliberalism and Policy 
 Having now established what the ePortfolio is designed for and having demonstrated 
its widespread uptake in global education and in a number of other cognate fields, we analyse 
a governmental dimension that allows us to understand its construction and implementation. 
Underlying our approach is the Foucaultian governmentality perspective, which has proved a 
fertile resource for educational theorists and analysts (see, for example, Fejes, 2008; 
Masshelein et al., 2007; Peters et al., 2009). Foucault outlined a historical series of 
governmental rationalities, the most contemporary of which, neoliberalism, is dealt with in 
some detail in Foucault (2008) (see also Tribe, 2009). We need at this point to make clear 
what neoliberalism is before we can begin to discuss the neoliberal character of the 
ePortfolio. 
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 The neoliberal turn understands government as the active constitution of the 
conditions under which civil society might flourish. These conditions include the introduction 
of market forces and the attachment of performance targets in social areas such as health, 
education, and so forth, and the associated requirements that individuals take responsibility 
for their own lives (rather than becoming dependent on state distribution). We witness 
stringent attempts to remove the nanny state, to put an end to a perceived culture of welfare 
dependence, and to reinvigorate the nation by giving free rein to individuals’ entrepreneurial 
proclivities. While there is an element of reducing the state, what is fundamental to these 
efforts is that a state must now concentrate on providing the conditions under which 
individual entrepreneurship, self-government, freedom and responsibility can be possible. 
These individual characteristics, aptitudes or skills are reconceptualised in the language of the 
market, as human capital, which can be put to work to earn revenue (wages). A skill or 
aptitude is a ‘quasi-machine for the production of a value’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 44), while 
activities such as education come to be understood as investment in the long-term project of 
the) self. Life becomes an enterprise. 
 
 As Gordon argues, a right to permanent retraining has become enshrined in 
neoliberal legislation, but has usually been played out via a: 
technical content [which] has relied heavily on the contributions of the ‘new 
psychological culture’, that cornucopia of techniques of the self which 
symbiotize aptitude with self-awareness and performance with self-realization 
(not to mention self-presentation). What some cultural critics diagnose as the 
triumph of auto-consuming narcissism can perhaps be more adequately 
understood as a part of the managerialization of personal identity and personal 
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relations which accompanies the capitalization of the meaning of life. 
(Gordon, 1991, p. 44) 
Gordon’s analysis of neoliberal reason sheds light on what the ePortfolio is: rather than a 
neutral technology, the ePortfolio carries within it a number of governmental imperatives (‘be 
organised’, ‘maximise yourself’, ‘treat education as an (economically) measurable entity’, 
‘rationalise your life’). The individual is also, at this moment, opened up to broader 
audiences, especially experts—as we discuss below. These imperatives—connected as they 
are to a vision of an economically useful and self-managing population—are woven into a 
daily practice. Why wouldn’t a student want an electronic representation of their life, their 
achievements, their hopes and dreams? This normalisation process means that the 
governmental becomes written on the surface of the individual’s eLife. 
 
 What does this mean for educational policy? We suggest that neoliberalism provides 
us with a grid of intelligibility within which we can make sense of ventures like the 
ePortfolio. An eLearning technology such as the ePortfolio can connect, in the ‘age of 
lifelong learning’ (Tuschling & Engemann, 2007, p. 38), to broader attempts to change 
individuals’ ideas about how their lives should be conducted and about the appropriate 
connection between learning, life and labour. Ultimately, the technology can bond to political 
and economic plans for the future of nations and trans-national collectives such as the 
European Union. But it would be a mistake to imagine that neoliberalism provides a cast or 
mould for practices like the ePortfolio. If anything, the reverse is true: certain highly 
contingent governmental problems get addressed through the very local use of available 
techniques. These solutions are then available for translation (Rose, 1999, p. 48; see also 
Callon and Latour, 1981): in the case of the ePortfolio, we can trace the path of a specific 
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solution to a specific educational problem, as it moves from one educational domain to 
another, and thence into a variety of commercial settings. It is only after the fact, so to speak, 
that the idea of neoliberalism begins to make sense: we recognise the similarities of approach, 
the same attempted solutions, the congruence between conceptions of what is desirable and 
what must be eliminated. In this way, various differing departments of existence get linked up 
and subjected to a similar rationality. Big policy is the collection of such little experiments in 
government, which get revised, translated and implanted into new problem spaces. We 
become used to talking about the consistencies between the various arms of policy, but that 
consistency is an evolving phenomenon. The process is a bottom-up, rather than a top-down 
one. Subsequently, it may well be that policy experts make the connection between their area 
of concern and a grander level of political theory. Hayek or Friedman, for example, may be 
invoked; Keynes and Marshall may be derogated. Yet this is a post hoc rationalisation which 
makes the field of policy seem more systematic and logical than it really is, and which covers 
over the often contingent translations between various governmental problem spaces. Over 
time, something like a neoliberal approach to problems of government begins to coalesce, but 
this is an overgeneralised abstraction. For us, the concrete examples of local problem-solving 
are the lifeblood of policy change. The ePortfolio starts off as a fairly modest response to a 
local set of problems, but gets translated until it forms a key element of the economic health 
of the world’s richest and most powerful nations.  
 
 We stress a further point: we must not lose sight of the relationship between an 
everyday problem, and the way in which that problem becomes a target for scientific thought. 
In this case, the sorts of conditions which allowed the self to emerge as a problem space (‘is 
the self productive enough?’, ‘does the self understand itself?’, ‘does the self represent itself 
and its achievements accurately?’) are in turn the space for the emergence of scientific 
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knowledges—in this case economics and psychology—to claim a privileged understanding of 
that self. In this way, the legitimacy of the ePortfolio—a technological solution which is a 
kind of reification of the understandings of self that are characteristic of economic and 
psychological thought—becomes more and more self-evident, as it slowly gets connected to 
ideas about the natures of the human being and of markets. It is in the cross-over space 
between these two knowledges—psychology and economics—that the idea of the 
entrepreneurial self can move from a fragile idea to an unquestioned truth.  
 
The Entrepreneurial Self 
 The federal government of Australia describes the funding of ePortfolio programmes 
as imperative, because they allow individuals to: 
Record their academic, vocational and employability skills to support job 
applications, career planning, and entry into further education and 
training...[and to] assist school graduates to document their academic and 
vocational training and employability skills gained through community 
activities, and assist mature-age people to document their skills against the 
eight employability skills [in the Employability Skills Framework]. (DEST 
2007, p. 41, emphasis added) 
The implications of this statement for the construction of a particular type of person are clear. 
First, users of the ePortfolio are understood as autonomous, self-motivated persons who want 
to develop skill sets that will enable them to become better professionals. Second, the user is 
the beneficiary: he/she will become qualified or employable through obtaining specific skills 
identified by the ePortfolio as important. Yet the final words in the statement alert us to the 
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multi-dimensional aspects of the ePortfolio. For users can also be inserted into a framework 
of employability skills designed for them by policy experts. Here, the ePortfolio is not just a 
technology for the benefit of citizens reconstructed as consumers, but is involved in a 
disciplinary technique. Assumed in the logic of the ePortfolio is the notion of the enterprising 
self (Rose, 1999). The ePortfolio is inserted into free and voluntary arrangements—
increasingly those considered non-formal or informal (Tuschling & Engemann, 2007)—
where its success hinges on students’/consumers’ desire to engage with it. In other words, it 
is presumed that users will voluntarily engage with the ePortfolio if they deem it a useful and 
career-enhancing tool for professional and personal development. These motivations, as 
Miller and Rose (2008) suggest, do not emerge naturally. Rather, the construction of 
enterprise culture (cf. Douglas, 1992) encourages selves who actively seek self-development 
and self-actualisation. 
 
 Third, the ePortfolio opens up the individual’s work to multiple users for comment, 
criticism and monitoring. Love, McKean and Gathercoal (2004) note the following about 
student interaction with a web-based portfolio: 
Students generate portals for displaying work samples and achievements within 
the same curricular structure or institutional standard. In addition, educators link 
standards, departmental goals, and other descriptors—such as higher-order 
thinking taxonomies—to specific webfolio items, including student-generated 
work samples and achievements...webfolios allow multiple opportunities for 
students to receive feedback from mentors and educators and to redeem their 
work. (2004, pp. 9-10) 
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In this instance, we can see that the ePortfolio not only allows programmers to 
integrate standards, goals and other descriptors into the design of the technology, but 
also enables the opening up of student work to broader audiences. Through Web 2.0 
technology, receiving commentary on one’s work is rapid. This extends the reach of 
expertise to transmit certain values to the user of the ePortfolio. Subsequently, the user 
becomes part of a broad reflexive project that is enacted through a shared notion of 
collective freedom. In other words, through their desire to seek feedback, the 
ePortfolio user deepens their capacity to be governed. The supposed shared feedback 
framework is a pathway for moralising the subject (see Henman & Dean’s [2010] 
important discussion of the general process of eGovernment as enacted through 
standardisation, and Archer’s [2008] discussion of the neoliberal management of 
professional identity). 
 
 Finally, the information technology professionals who design these 
technologies, and the commercial entities which produce and sell them, are also part of 
this complex situation. They have their own interests and investments, which play a 
transformative role in the type of self which emerges. The self of the user is shaped in 
terms of its mental habits, and integrates the design. One might say that the human 
user is designed or written by the machine code (Law, 1991; Michael, 2000, p. 96). 
However, the intents of the designers are themselves reshaped: the network of users 
and designers itself becomes transformed and new arrangements and social practices 
are generated. Individuals tend to accept but also to redesign the technology so it 
works for them. For example, some students we studied connect (release) their Student 
ePortfolio to their online social networking sites; other students uploaded 
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unanticipated amounts of information—digital photographs, sound bytes and video 
clips—as artefacts into their ePortfolio. Here we can see a local, piecemeal and 
contingent mixture of professional and personal or social roles and glimpse something 
of the process of their self-formation within the agonistic relations of power that lie at 
the heart of the ePortfolio as a practice of self-government. Our empirical investigation 
into this tendency among teacher education students uncovered a perception that such 
actions and artefacts enhance the ePortfolio composition, thereby affording some 
competitive advantage for grades, prospective employment opportunities and the like. 
 
Conclusion 
 The ePortfolio seems, at first sight, an unexceptional, banal and harmless tool. One 
may imagine it as simply rendering a series of notes, observations, and ideas in a way that 
makes them more amenable to the technologically-savvy student. However, this is to ignore 
the enormous amount of work that goes on behind the scenes to make the ePortfolio work. 
We have argued that a mutually-reinforcing couple—the demands of a neoliberal economic 
and political system, and the enterprising self who self-actualises within such a system—
provides the background to understanding this technological innovation (see also Carlson, 
2010). The technology itself, however, must not be seen as simply the manifestation of these 
underlying powers. The technology allows the enterprising self to emerge and to function in 
ways which are simultaneously particularised and generalised: individual difference can be 
presented, cultured, and grown, all the time within a standardised framework which 
relentlessly polices the limits of the acceptable and the unacceptable. And yet the ePortfolio 
does not work perfectly. It is misused, misunderstood, and inserted into the trifling circuits of 
the mundane. For two reasons, these failures of boundary-keeping only embed the technology 
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ever-deeper in the lives of the users. First of all, as users become less and less capable or 
desirous of separating work and leisure, the processes of standardisation encoded within the 
ePortfolio work their way ever deeper into the psyche—like dirt in the weave of a carpet. 
Second, policy failure always leads to the demand for more policy. Problems with the 
ePortfolio will not threaten its pre-eminence, because the core concepts it is built upon have 
become unassailable. Instead, we keep working to eliminate whatever problems arise. With 
every iteration of this attempt to perfect the technology, we are—whether our role is to be a 
spider or a fly—less and less able to live without the webs that we weave and that entrap us. 
 
 Education policy is often understood as if it were handed down from on high; as if it 
were simply a reflection of existing philosophical, economic or political ideas which simply 
need to be materialised. The situation is more complicated. In reality, local problems are dealt 
with using whatever comes to hand, but because these locales are not completely cut off, they 
are sites where previous solutions can be transferred, and, of course, they are open at both 
ends—they can receive translated solutions, and they can also export possible solutions to 
other problem spaces. In this way, policy slowly emerges from a set of similar problem 
spaces, and these problem spaces get defined as operating under a consistent logic—in our 
example, the logic of neoliberalism. To be sure, such a logic does begin to emerge, but it is 
only ever an approximate shorthand. We can designate all of these policy problem spaces as 
neoliberal, but that is to risk missing their contradictions, the ambiguities, the sorts of 
resistance that emerge within their specific fields. Big policy is merely a shorthand for this 
ragbag of local, contingent and ambiguous fixes. To study education policy on the ground, to 
change our level of analysis, then, is to look beneath the skin, and see policy’s quivering 
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muscles and pulsing capillaries: the ePortfolio is such an example of education policy 
beneath the skin of neoliberalism and the enterprising self. 
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